How learners perceive written corrective feedback (CF) associates with its effectiveness in language learning. This research investigates students' preferences for three types of written CF, i.e., direct, indirect and metalinguistic written CF, and explores the factors that encourage the teachers to employ these CFs in teaching practice. The findings include: (1) indirect written CF is preferred by most Chinese secondary EFL learners and there exist significant differences among their preferences, (2) gender difference significantly influences learners' preference for metalinguistic written CF and proficiency differences significantly influence their preference for indirect written CF, (3) indirect written CF is most commonly used by the teachers of secondary levels and (4) there are no significant differences between learners' preferences and teachers' practice in Chinese secondary schools. This research thus presents a new acquaintance with learners' preferences and teachers' justification for their execution.
Introduction
Errors are unavoidable in the process of learning a foreign language and it is inevitable for the teachers as primary instructors to respond to the learners' erroneous or improper language productions. Corrective feedback (CF) or error correction is defined as "responses to learner utterances that contain an error" (Ellis & Shitani, 2014, p. 249) , either oral or written. There are three basic types of written CF, viz., direct, indirect and metalinguistic written CF. Direct written CF refers to the explicit provision of correct target language forms, indirect written CF, the feedback that serves as an indication to the committed errors, and the metalinguistic written CF, the provision of metalinguistic clues to the nature of errors.
Little attention has been paid to the influential elements of students' preferences and the comparison between students' preferences and the teachers' practice. To enrich written CF literature, this research is to investigate Chinese secondary EFL learners' preferences for and teachers' use of types of written CF. For this purpose, this research is intended to answer the following three questions: (1) What is Chinese secondary EFL learners' most preferable type of written CF? (2) Are the preferable types of written CF influenced by gender and language proficiency? (3) What types of written CF are usually used by Chinese teachers of secondary schools and why do they choose to use them? The layout of this research is as follows. Relevant researches of written CF are reviewed in Section 2. Section 3 is the methodology of this research. The findings of the research will be presented in Section 4. Section 5 is devoted to a discussion of the research findings.
Literature Review

Types of Written CF
Controversial arguments have been brought up on whether written CF is effective or not. CF as negative feedback can be a detrimental factor on learners' mastery of grammar (Vigil & Oller, 1976) , and grammar error correction is ineffective and harmful to learners' writing (Truscott, 1996) . This triggers the expansion of research on examining the usefulness of written CF. Based on the comparison between learners with and without written CF treatment, research (e.g. Chandler, 2003; Bitchener et al., 2005; Bitchener, 2008; Bitchener & Knoch, 2008) shows that learners who receive written CF in targeted linguistic features have better performance in their new pieces of writing than those who do not. Comprehensive error correction can also promote learners' written accuracy and contribute to the development of long-term accuracy (Van Beuningen et al., 2012) . Truscott (2007) who has been in support of abandoning written CF restates that "the best estimate is that correction has a small harmful effect on students' ability to write accuracy".
Research on written CF has also examined which type (e.g. Chandler, 2003; Storch & Wigglesworth, 2004; Hosseiny, 2014) and what kind of combination of types is more effective in improving learners' written accuracy (e.g. Bitchener et al., 2005; Sheen, 2007; Bitchener, 2008; Bitchener & Knoch, 2008) . Although empirical studies vary in their investigation of types of treatment techniques, direct and indirect written CF are two principal comparative subjects among them. However, those studies are inconsistent about which type of technique of them is more effective. For example, according to Chandler (2003) , there is no significant difference between direct correction and underlining errors, that is, indirect correction, in accuracy improvement, while Storch and Wigglesworth (2004) hold that indirect CF is more effective than direct CF as learners show a higher level of engagement in indirect CF.
As to the combination of feedback treatment, research (e.g. Bitchener & Knoch, 2005; Sheen, 2007; Bitchener, 2008) shows differences between direct written CF with and without metalinguistic written CF, but does not reach an agreement towards whether this kind of combination can bring about a more favorable effect on learners. For example, Bitchener (2008) finds that students who have received the combination of feedback do not achieve a higher degree of accuracy than those who have only received direct CF, but Sheen (2007) arrives at an opposite result.
Although previous research has not reached a consensus on the comparative results of different types of written CF in terms of effectiveness, all the three types of written CF have their edges. Direct written CF provides learners sufficient information to cope with complex linguistic errors (e.g. Bichener et al., 2005; Van Beuningen et al., 2012; Hosseiny, 2014; Park et al., 2015) . Indirect written CF enables learners to make reflections on their errors that can lead to long-term development (e.g. Bitchener, 2008; Hosseiny, 2014) . Self correction can also invoke learners' problem-solving strategies (Lalande, 1982) and expose learners to a thorough form of language processing (Van Beuningen et al., 2012) . Metalinguistic written CF can trigger learners' explicit knowledge so as to understand their committed errors (Ellis et al., 2008) .
Written CF in Teaching Practice
For teachers, how written CF can be executed to enhance language learning counts most. Learner factors have been suggested to be considered when written CF is provided (Schulz, 1996; Ferris 1999; Lee et al., 2016) , for example, learners' proficiency level. Students with higher level of language proficiency are more competent to self-correct their errors (Park et al., 2015) . Research conducted in the Chinese context values learner factors that may contribute to the effectiveness of written CF, including learners' use and understanding of teacher feedback (Zhao, 2010) , learners' preferences (Chen et al., 2016) and learner differences such as learning motivation (Li & Li, 2012) and affection (Han & Hyland, 2015) . However, the Chinese EFL learners participating in many studies are at tertiary levels. Ur (1996) contends that knowing how students would like to be taught should be part of guidance to assure successful teaching. Likewise, knowing students' perceptions on written CF may be a contributing factor on its effectiveness. There are also abundant researches on reporting how learners view written CF (e.g. Lee, 2005; Weaver, 2006; AlHajri & Al-Mahrooqi, 2013) . Ferris (1999) refutes what Truscott (1996) claims by reporting students' positive attitudes towards the necessity of teachers' correction, which is the same as what has been found in the research of AlHajri and Al-Mahrooqi (2013) and Lee (2005) . Most student participants in different studies express their preference to be corrected by teachers. Yang (2016) also reports that the Chinese secondary EFL learners believe writing as difficult and they consider the given feedback as an necessary tool to promote their writing ability. Major (1988) also believes that the success of correction is relevant to teachers' understanding of their students. The incorporation of preferences and needs of language learners can ensure the effectiveness of error correction in classroom practice (Oladejo, 1993) . Additionally, investigation on students' perceptions and preferences may contribute to getting a whole picture of how to administer feedback (Guénette, 2007) .
Therefore, "teachers should be prepared to vary who, when and how they correct in accordance with the cognitive and affective needs of the individual learner" (Ellis, 2009) . One practical element that Truscott (1996) mentions to support his denial of the effectiveness of written CF lies in learners' willingness to use the feedback given by teachers. Students may be more willing to accept the feedback that caters for their preference. Thus getting to know what students prefer will contribute to the teaching practice.
Research Design
Participants
This research includes 111 participants with a student-teacher ratio at about 3:1. There are 84 Chinese EFL learners and 27 teachers. All the learners are currently receiving secondary education, and all the teachers are secondary school English teachers. The ratio of male to female students is 1:1 and that of male to female teachers, around 1:4.
Instruments
There are two questionnaires respectively designed for students and teachers. Five statements are presented in the questionnaire for students (see Appendix A). The first two statements respectively correspond to students' willingness to be corrected (I want teachers to correct my errors in writing) and their preference for the total volume of errors that should be corrected (Teachers should correct all my errors in writing). The other three statements are about learners' preference for receiving direct, indirect and metalinguistic written CF. Examples are attached to the three statements so as to clarify the meaning of each statement.
As to the questionnaire for teachers, there are three statements for teachers to rate their frequent usage of direct, indirect and metalinguistic written CF (see Appendix B). For example, the first statement is I usually provide students the correct forms of their errors when I revise their writing texts. Teachers were asked to write down reasons for their chosen scale of each statement. Examples are also provided to illustrate the differences of the three types of written CF.
All the participants' responses are rated on a five-point Likert scale, with its scoring from 5 indicating strongly agree to 1 indicating strongly disagree (strongly agree=5, agree=4, undecided=3, disagree=2 and strongly disagree=1).
Data Collection and Analysis
Students' responses were collected by a class coordinator who teaches high school freshmen. Students were asked to write down their choice of each statement when the questionnaire was displayed in class by projecting. Differently, teachers' responses were collected by the distribution of paper questionnaire and its online link. The obtained data are analyzed using SPSS 22.0 and besides, qualitative analysis is also conducted on teachers' explanations of their choices. Table 1 below shows the distribution of students' responses to each statement. As to students' willingness to be corrected, almost 95% of the participated students strongly agree or agree that they want teachers' correction of their writing. The highest mean score (4.69) also indicates that most students share their willingness to be corrected by teachers. With regard to whether teachers should correct all their errors, over half of the students appreciate teachers' overall feedback, and only a smaller proportion (27.4%) of students show uncertainty about this statement. Note: SA= strongly agree, A= agree, U= undecided, D= disagree, SD= strongly disagree.
Findings
Students' Responses
It can be seen that the majority of respondents hold positive attitude towards written CF from teachers, which becomes the prerequisite for further investigating their preference for types of written CF. The mean scores of elt.ccsenet.org English Language Teaching Vol. 10, No. 3; the last three statements (3.10, 4.24, 3.23) respectively represent students' average rating of their preference for direct, indirect and metalinguistic written CF. According to the mean scores, indirect written CF is the most popular type among students while direct written CF the least popular. 67 students out of 84 acknowledge that they prefer to receive indirect written CF from teachers and then correct their errors marked with symbols on their own, with only 11.9% of students uncertain about their preference for indirect written CF and 8.4% of students not considering it as their preferable type. However, when asked about their preference for direct written CF, most students (36.9%) fall in the scale of undecided, even outnumbering the sum of students who choose the scale of strongly agree (19%) or agree (14.3%). 44% of students perceive metalinguistic written CF as their preferable type, with a smaller percentage of students unsure of their desire (28.6%) and their dislike (27.4%). In all, the proportion of students who show their affection for the three types of written CF reaches more than 30%.
Individual Variables
Gender
In order to examine the role of gender difference in students' preferences, the scoring results of students' preferences for the three type of written CF are respectively classified into two groups by gender (see Table 2 ). As shown in Table 2 , the mean scores of the female group (respectively 3.19, 4.29 and 3.55) outweigh those of the male groups (respectively 3.00, 4.29 and 2.90) in terms of their preference to direct, indirect and metalinguistic written CF. Thus it can be seen that the female students prefer to receive all the three types of written CF than their male counterparts. It is also noted that the standard deviations of female students are all smaller than those of male students. In this research student participants' language proficiency is determined by their recent mid-term achievement test which examines students' English listening, reading and writing. To some extent the results of this achievement test can reveal students' language proficiency.
The results were divided into five levels, excellent, good, moderate, low and poor (see Table 3 below). The full mark of the test is 150, and the five levels respectively correspond to above 90%, 80% to 90%, 70% to 80%, 60% to 70% and below 60% of 150. Table 3 shows that no one gains a score of 135 or higher and there is only one student who fails the test. The majority of students fall in the level of moderate (45.2%) and a relatively smaller proportion of students (36.9%) achieve their grades ranging from 120 to 135. The ratings of their preference for the three types of written CF were grouped by the five levels (see Table 4 ). There are differences in mean scores among students of different levels. As to students' preference for direct written CF, the mean score of moderate level (3.18) is higher than that of good (3.00) and low level (3.00). The three mean scores are close to 3, the score of undecided, while the only one student at poor level has higher preference to be provided direct written CF from teachers. Differently, students of low level on average are more desirable to be given indirect and metalinguistic written CF than the other three levels, as the mean scores of the two types of written CF (respectively 4.50 and 3.64) are the highest among the levels. Table 5 demonstrates the scoring results of the surveyed teachers' responses to whether or not they usually provide students with the three types of written CF. Over 85% of the teachers admit that indirect written CF is a frequent type of written CF that they mark in students' writing. The mean score (4.04) indicates that indirect written CF is the most common in teachers' practice; it is higher than that of the other two types. In comparison with the mean score of students' preference for indirect written CF (4.24), there exist only small differences. Indirect written CF becomes not only the students' most preferable type of written CF, but also the type of written CF that teachers usually provide.
Teachers' Responses
However, more than half teacher respondents feel uncertain about direct and metalinguistic written CF, or deny that they usually provide them. Additionally, according to their mean score of teachers' ratings (respectively 3.22 and 2.96), teachers might provide direct written CF more frequently than metalinguistic written CF while students prefer metalinguistic written CF more than direct written CF. Note: SA= strongly agree, A= agree, U= undecided, D= disagree, SD= strongly disagree.
Teachers in support of the provision of indirect written CF emphasize the necessity of self correction and its contribution to cultivating students' self-learning and self-thinking ability, and deepening their memory and elt.ccsenet.org English Language Teaching Vol. 10, No. 3; impression of their committed errors and the correct forms. The lack of opportunities for students to self-correct and think by themselves are the principal reasons raised by the teachers who do not advocate the use of direct written CF. But for the counterparts, direct written CF is favorable as students can clearly know where they get wrong and the correct forms provided by teachers, especially for those who are uncertain about or have difficulty in correcting their errors.
It is noted that the surveyed teachers have not reached a consensus on which type of written CF, direct or indirect, should be given to students who are poor in English. Some of them favor the direct one as they are worried about these students' inability to correct their errors, while others insist that these students can also benefit from the process of self-correction.
With regard to metalinguistic written CF, teachers advocate its usefulness as students can know not only how to correct their errors, but also the roots of their errors. Teachers' personal habits and how they perceive metalinguistic written CF also influence their execution. Two teachers report that they prefer to provide oral metalinguistic CF in class, and some teachers mention that metalinguistic written CF is not necessary and cause problems to their teaching. Waste of time is the main issue. Therefore it can be seen that teachers' negative views on metalinguistic written CF lead to their non-frequent use.
Discussion
On Differences of Students' Preferences for Types of Written CF
Pair-samples t-tests are taken to examine whether there are significant differences between students' preference for any two types of written CF. See Table 6 below. As shown in Table 6 , two of the significant values (p = .000) are smaller than 0.05, which indicates that significant differences exist between the scoring results of the students' preference for direct and indirect written CF, and between their preference for indirect and metalinguistic written CF. There is no significant difference between students' preference for direct and metalinguistic written CF.
On Gender Difference and Levels of Language Proficiency
Two learner variables, gender and language proficiency, are analyzed to find out whether they will significantly influence students' preference for direct, indirect and metalinguistic written CF by respectively conducting independent t-tests and one-way ANOVA test. See Table 7 and Table 8 .
As shown in Table 7 , the significant value of students' preference for direct written CF is .494, which means that there is no significant difference between male and female students. Likewise, as the value of .686 is higher than .05, there is either no significant gender difference in students' preference for indirect written CF. However, there exists significant gender difference in students' preference for metalinguistic written CF (p = .03 < .05). One-way ANOVA test is adopted to analyze whether significant differences exist among students of different proficiency levels. Results from Table 8 indicate that students' proficiency levels do significantly influence their preference for indirect written CF with the significant value smaller than .05 (p= .010), but not their preference for direct and metalinguistic written CF as the corresponding values are both higher than .05 (p= .819 and .537 respectively).
On Teachers' Statements of Reasons
In the teachers' explanations of why they usually provide a certain type of written CF, factors that they consider can be mainly classified into four categories, i.e., type-based, student-based, teacher-related and practical factors, with examples of teachers' statements shown in Table 9 . There are too many written texts needed to be revised, and it helps to save time. Vol. 10, No. 3; The reasons that the teachers have mentioned are labeled as type-based when they discussed the characteristics or advantages relevant to enhancing language learning that direct, indirect or metalinguistic written CF have. Student-based factors are about learner variables, such as learners' language proficiency and affection, while teacher-related factors are the aspects of teachers themselves that influence their choice of providing written CF, for example, their personal habits. Practical factors are concerned with real situations that a teacher may confront when they rate students' compositions, like time restriction.
Teachers' statements are grouped by five categories, type-based, student-based, teacher-related, practical and others. Then the number of statements in each category is calculated (see Table 10 ). Some of teachers' statements belong to more than one category, and thus the total number of statements may reach over 27. Table 10 shows that most statements lie in the category of type-based, which means teachers value more on type-based factors when they consider whether or not they should execute the three types of written CF in their actual practice. There is a small group of teachers who take students' proficiency levels, needs and affection into consideration. Teacher-related factors also account for an important part among teachers' views on metalinguistic written CF. 
On the Difference between Students' Preferences and Teachers' Practice
Chi-square tests are conducted to examine whether or not there are significant differences between students' preferences and teachers' practice. See Table 11 , 12 and 13 below. 
Conclusion
This research shed light on three types of written CF, i.e., direct, indirect and metalinguistic written CF and investigated Chinese secondary EFL learners' preferences for and teachers' practice in them. Data collected from questionnaires show that indirect written CF is the most popular type among students and teachers and significant differences exist between students' preferences for direct and indirect written CF, and between indirect and metalinguistic written CF. Gender and language proficiency have been verified to exert influence on students' preferences, but not on all the three types of written CF. Gender difference is only significant in their preference for metalinguistic written CF and students of different proficiency levels also significantly influence their preference for indirect written CF.
With regard to teachers' practice, teachers mainly justify their use by stating profitable features that each type of written CF have in language learning. It is found that there is a fit between what teachers do and what learners prefer in the aspect of types of written CF. This research has enriched the existing literature, complementing research on students' and teachers' perceptions of written CF, and also has implications on teachers' provision of written CF and teachers' reflections on their teaching practice. However, the number of student and teacher participants is still limited, which may restrict some research areas. For example, due to the limited number of student participants, post-hoc tests cannot be conducted to figure out where significant differences exist in specific groups of students with different proficiency levels. In addition, whether or to what extent the fit of students' preferences and teachers' practice can bring about better outcomes needs further discussion. 
